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SHIfTInG SKIn
ALISoN BENNETT
SKIn ExTEndS bEyOnd THE ‘bOdy pROpER’ GIVInG uS pAuSE. RESTInG 
AT THE EdGE Of OuR SKInS WE cAnnOT HELp buT WOndER WHAT HOLdS 
uS TOGETHER. … SKIn, OuR LARGEST ORGAn, dOubLES upOn ITSELf, 
dupLIcITOuS, TOucHInG ITSELf AS OTHER. … THE bOdy — EVEn THE 
TEcHnOLOGIcAL bOdy – IS cOncERnEd WITH SKIn, bE IT SKIn cOLOuR OR 
THE SuRfAcE Of THE ScREEn, THREATEnInG TO TRAnSfORM pLAcE InTO 
dERMAGRApHIcS. SKInScApES AbOund. (MAnnInG 136). 
cybERSpAcE IS cOLOnIzInG WHAT WE uSEd TO THInK Of AS THE REAL 
WORLd … I THInK THAT OuR GRAndcHILdREn WILL pRObAbLy REGARd THE 
dISTIncTIOn WE MAKE bETWEEn WHAT WE cALL THE REAL WORLd And 
WHAT THEy THInK Of AS SIMpLy THE WORLd AS THE QuAInTEST And MOST 
IncOMpREHEnSIbLE THInG AbOuT uS. (GIbSOn, AS QuOTEd TO WARd) InSTALLATIOn VIEW Of ALISOn bEnnETT: 
SHIfTInG SKIn AT dEAKIn unIVERSITy ART GALLERy, MELbOuRnE AuSTRALIA, AuGuST 2013
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It was an unusual exhibition opening. There was 
quite a bit of inappropriate squealing. Some peo-
ple were rolling about on the floor, holding out 
ipads and smart phones as they traced the shape 
of the 3D virtual objects that had sprung out of 
the prints on the gallery wall. Some attempted to 
get underneath the work, to see behind the virtu-
al topography into the space between the digital 
object and the physical print. Visitors paced back 
and forth, engaged in a dance with the work and 
the limits of the interface. It was as if they were 
completing a dialogue by performing an act of 
revelation that mirrored many of the processes 
used to create the work.
The exhibition alison Bennett: shifting skin at 
Deakin University Art Gallery consisted of ten 
large prints showing detailed close-up images of 
skin marked by tattoos. Working with representa-
tions of human skin captured with a re-purposed 
flatbed scanner, I sought to complicate the en-
counter with photographic surface with an over-
lay of augmented reality. The print image was not 
simply translated back into a limb or torso but 
wrapped around a landscape of peaks and valleys 
describing the tonal scale within the surface of 
the subject, the terrain of scars, tattoos, skin-
tone and texture.
The overlay of augmented reality and fine art 
print was a gesture towards the collapsing boun-
daries between the material and virtual. The seed 
for the augmented reality aspect of this work was 
planted whilst reading William Gibson’s novel 
spook Country. I was left with a lasting impression 
of how the virtual overlays and is enmeshed with-
in the ‘material’. He predicts our grandchildren 
will view our need to make a distinction between 
the two as “incomprehensible” (Ward 2010).
Indeed, the issue was succinctly encapsulated 
by sociologist Nathan Jurgenson in 2011 when he 
coined the phrase ‘digital dualism’ as “the belief 
that the on and offline are largely separate and 
distinct realities. Digital dualists view digital con-
tent as part of a “virtual” world separate from a 
“real” world found in physical space.” (Janssen) At 
the 2013 ISEA conference in Sydney, I was struck 
by how often delegates struggled to articulate the 
dynamic between the so-called ‘real’ and ‘virtual’. 
Troy Innocent eventually exclaimed, “We are using 
the wrong language! Virtual experiences are real!” 
Indeed, cyberspace and the cultural imaginings it 
facilitates is no longer a place we go when we sit 
at a desk but a constant companion.
My work has been described as ‘expanded photo-
graphy’, as work that occupies and tests the 
boundaries of the medium. Indeed, some have 
questioned if my work could even be called 
photo graphy (Warren 6). William Uricchio in his 
essay the algorithmic turn considered how im-
age applications such as Photosynth and aug-
mented reality point to potential “fractures” 
in the “re presentation order” (20), the schema 
and conventions by which we construct and in-
terpret images. The “algorithmic construction of 
the image” (19) allows for a reconsideration, a 
retesting, of the limits and potentials imposed by 
the framing technology. He appears to position 
Photosynth and augmented reality within the 
family of technologies that mediate photographic 
desires, the impulse for the mediated image.
Watching visitors to the shifting skin exhibition 
as they contorted and danced in an arc before 
the exhibition prints highlighted the implications 
of augmented reality for the embodied viewer. 
This was no passive reception of an image on a 
screen. The mobile tablet became a portal to an 
alternative view of the image in space, one that 
could engage the entire body of the viewer.
I was reminded of Arthur C. Clarke’s 1973 third 
law of prediction, that “any sufficiently advanced 
technology is indistinguishable from magic” or, if 
you prefer, Gregory Benford’s 1997 corollary that 
“any technology that does not appear magical is 
insufficiently advanced”. Whilst exhibition visi-
tors experienced an encounter in the realm of 
magic, in retrospect the individual steps to cre-
ate this effect were simple. Granted, at the time 
of making they did not appear obvious. It was not 
clear which platform, techniques, software and 
content was needed to resolve the impulse to 
make this kind of work.
The original images were captured using a repur-
posed flatbed scanner that was held directly 
against the skin, like a contact print. As the 
head of the scanner travelled below the glass 
of the scanner bed, I maneuvered the device 
around the contours of the subject’s body. The 
scanner has a built in light source that travels 
with the sensor head of the scanner that creates 
a uniform lighting environment without contours 
defined by shadows. The results are disorien-
tating, as if the surface of the body has been 
unwrapped and flattened, a surface devoid of 
light chiaroscuro. The details of the surface of 
the skin are captured in forensic detail, some-
what disembodied yet incredibly intimate. What 
is more, the scanner was not designed to be 
moved and tilted in this way. The gears and cogs 
slipped, creating beautiful glitches and ripples 
in the surface of the image.
These images then processed in two directions. 
Working with master printer Warren Fithie, the 
2D images translated into large-scale prints on a 
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3130
fine art matt paper, Hahnemuhle Photorag, using 
pigment inks from the Epson 9900. Even without 
the augmented reality component, the images 
are strong enough to stand alone. The prints are 
high quality art objects in and of themselves.
Another version of the images were translated 
from 2D plane to 3D form via a modified depth-
map in Photoshop and Maya. My intention in de-
veloping this aspect of the work was to create 
a topology of the 3D object that would directly 
correlate to the light and dark elements within 
the image. This created an alternative view of 
the image data — an inversion of the surface data 
into representation as depth. 
Finally, the 3D virtual objects were hosted by the 
augmented reality application Aurasma. Visitors 
to the gallery could either download the Aurasma 
app or borrow an ipad from the gallery. When the 
app recognised an image, it downloaded the as-
sociated 3D file and positioned it over the image.
Whilst each step in the process is simple, the visi-
tor experienced the illusion of seeing a 2D print 
transform into a 3D form. The mobile screen ap-
pearing to reveal something that was otherwise 
invisible. The overlay of augmented reality over 
the 2D image created an illusion that the 3D 
content rose out of the physical print, that the 
screen was revealing something that was directly 
latent in the physical print itself.
However, the work was not simply an interroga-
tion of the shifting boundaries of the medium. 
I also approach my work as a social act, as well as 
a technological investigation. Each image involved 
an encounter with a subject, a discussion of their 
relationship with their skin and it’s markings. 
The scanner was held directly against their skin 
and both the subject and I engaged in a “choreo-
graphy of capture” (Warren 6) as we executed 
pre-planned moves to roll the scanner around the 
contours of the body.
Which brings me back to skin and tattoos. Whilst, 
the individual technologies utilised were not dif-
ficult, the combination was effective at creating 
the illusion of technological magic. Similarly, the 
consideration of skin and tattoos via augmented 
reality appears to have been a particularly po-
tent combination. The artwork generated quite 
a bit of viral internet attention internationally, 
stemming from a retweet by William Gibson and 
a video report by Mashable.com.
The intention behind combining this content with 
this presentation (images of skin with tattoos as 
prints overlaid with 3D augmented reality) was a 
desire to maintain a visceral link to embodiment 
throughout the encounter with the transformed 
digital image. Furthermore, skin embodies many 
of the paradoxes of materiality and immaterial 
embodiment within digital culture. There is an 
emerging cultural tendency to conflate the bio-
logical metaphor of skin with the surface of 
digital media, and the metaphors of the digital 
interface with biological skin. Indeed, as the cul-
tural conception of digital duality collapses, the 
distinction between the physical and virtual, the 
space between biological and technological skin 
converges and skinscapes abound. 
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alison Bennett: shifting skin was an exhibi-
tion at Deakin University Art Gallery 24 July – 
31 August 2013 and will tour to other venues 
in the near future.
Video documentation, exhibition catalogue, 
images and instructions for accessing the 
augmented reality content may be found at 
www.alisonbennett.com.au 
